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Global Changes
Rapid and far-reaching change in the domains of politics, economics, technology
and culture have recently become a significant part of the global landscape. In poli-
tics, we have seen the end of the Cold War and the collapse of Communism in the
former Soviet Union regimes. We have seen the development of more democratic,
pluralistic systems in many parts of the developing world. This development toward
more liberal democracy has opened up new possibilities for broader based political
participation and has led to the rise of political parties and non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) and to the strengthening of civil society.
In the economic sphere, major trends are economic liberalization, the dominance of
market forces and the shift from the state to private enterprise as the engine of devel-
opment. A global economy is developing characterized by worldwide expansion of
trade and transport, flows of capital and investment and liberalization of financial
markets. This global economy is the setting for global jobs and homes for the global
consumer.
Fast-paced technological change is evident particularly in such areas as communi-
cations, electronics, bio-technology, computers and robotics. There have been funda-
mental changes in production technology, consumption patterns, and in the use of
energy and other basic commodities. New technology has invented new products,
wiped out old jobs and created new ones. Revolutionized work relations has all but
removed distance as a consideration in any activity.
Finally, one cannot discuss the change in today’s world without acknowledging the
impact of media on all aspects of contemporary life. While print media has grown in
importance, the major revolution has taken place in television and electronic media
which transmit images and messages to millions of people all over the world. The
media has become a powerful instrument of a growing global culture.
Changing Asia
These major global changes of democratization, technological advances, economic
liberalization and the media revolution have had a profound impact on governments,
businesses, communities and families all over the world. But it is in Asia perhaps
where the economic and social transformation is most evident and where the pace of
change is fastest. Some countries in the Asia region have provided models of rapid
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growth accompanied by improvements in social indicators such as income distribu-
tion, health and education. But the region is also home to great imbalances in eco-
nomic growth and in human development. Most of the world’s poor still live in Asia.
Globalization has its winners as well as its losers in Asia. The current financial crisis
in Asia is taking its toll.
Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment
The changing status of women is an important part of a changing world and a
changing Asia. Gender equality and the empowerment of women are recognized as
essential to achieving genuine human development. Statistics show that the status of
Asian women has improved significantly over the past two decades as female life
expectancy, literacy, primary and secondary school enrollment, and enrollment at the
tertiary level increased. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Hu-
man Development Report has introduced a gender-related development index (GDI)
which reflects gender disparities in basic human capabilities, i.e. literacy, school en-
rollment, life expectancy and earned income. In 1995 it also introduced the gender
empowerment measure (GEM) which analyzes women’s representation in parlia-
ments, their share of managerial and professional positions, participation in the labor
force and their share of national income. These measures show that while there have
been improvements in the lives of women, they are a long way from being equal to
men. Also, while notable improvements have been made in education and health,
progress in economic and political participation has been very slow.
The United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women which was held in
Beijing, China in 1995 with the theme “Action for Equality, Development and
Peace,” identified twelve critical areas of concern for and recommended strategic ob-
jectives and action in these areas: 1) women and poverty, 2) education and training of
women, 3) women and health, 4) violence against women, 5) women and armed
conflict, 6) women and the economy, 7) women in power and decision-making, 8)
institutional mechanisms for the advancement of women, 9) human rights of women,
10) women and the media, 11) women and the environment and 12) the girl-child.
This paper focuses on 3 main areas: poverty and the economic empowerment of
women, violence against women and women in politics.
Poverty and the Economic Empowerment of Women
Feminization of Poverty
More than one billion people in the world today live in poverty and the majority are
women. (This is especially true in Asia). While poverty affects men and women and
households as a whole, women bear the brunt of the burden due to the gender division
of labor. Because of their responsibilities in the care of children and elderly, their role
as household managers and their involvement in other aspects of household welfare,
women bear a disproportionate burden having to make ends meet and manage con-
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sumption and production of the household with increasingly limited resources.
The increasing burden of poverty on women is aggravated by inequality in access
to economic opportunities and resources such as land, credit, inheritance, education
and training and support services. Furthermore, women rarely participate in economic
decision-making. Also, insufficient attention to gender-analysis has meant that
women’s roles and contributions are often ignored and as a result policies and pro-
grams may continue to contribute to inequalities between men and women.
Invisibility of Women’s Work
Another issue is the under-recording and undervaluing of women’s work. Despite
volumes of statistics, there are still no sufficient data on the extent and value of what
women do. Women are active in a variety of economic areas which they often com-
bine including wage labor, subsistence farming and fishing, work in the informal sec-
tor, family enterprises, domestic and community work, production of goods and ser-
vices for the market and for household consumption. Most of this work is not mea-
sured in quantitative terms and is not reflected in national accounts. Thus women’s
contribution to development is seriously underestimated and its social recognition is
limited. Official statistics always report a far lower number of women as economi-
cally active. If women’s unpaid work was counted and given a monetary value, the
gross domestic product (GDP) of many countries, if not the world, would increase by
30 percent.
Globalization and its Impact on Women
Much has been said about globalization but a careful assessment of the positive and
negative impact of globalization on women is called for. On the positive side, women
benefit in terms of education. With computer costs declining steadily and educational
software now readily available, there is increased computer literacy among women.
This translates into opportunities for them to integrate into innovative high technol-
ogy levels of knowledge and employment. Trade related growth has been strongly
associated with increased numbers and proportions of women in the labor force with
new jobs created for young women in developing countries (see Table 1). There are
new occupations emerging in data encoding and computing, recreation and tourism
and banking and financial services. The increased incomes from these jobs contribute
to poverty alleviation as well as greater autonomy and participation in household de-
cision-making. Another consequence is greater value given to education of girls. The
need for more flexibility and rapid response to market change have led to more flexi-
ble labor arrangements such as subcontracting and homework. There is also expan-
sion of opportunities for women-owned small and medium enterprises (SMEs).
But globalization has its negative effects. The new jobs created are characterized
by low pay, poor working conditions and dangers to health. Homeworkers are beyond
the reach of safety regulations and social safety nets. While trade liberalization has
created new employment for women in some countries, it may also cause female-
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dominated jobs in others to disappear. With higher productivity and more technolog-
ically sophisticated industries, men are more likely to benefit because of easier access
to technical training. In addition, in subcontracting and homework there is reduced
access to training and technology. The shift in agricultural production from traditional
crops to cash or export crops affects food security and women face excessive cuts in
food consumption because of social and cultural norms. Women-owned businesses
which are generally smaller, focus on domestic markets and have more limited access
to capital are more adversely affected by competition from imports.
Because the majority of poor are women, the privatization of social services to
reduce government expenditures affect women’s access to basic education, health,
sanitation and other basic services. Globalization and the technological revolution in
communications have enhanced the spread of cultural influences spread through me-
dia which in turn has led to heightened commoditication or objectification of women
in media.
The feminization of poverty and the deregulation associated with trade liberaliza-
tion have increased incentives for international labor migration and led to the femini-
zation of overseas employment. In 1976, women were less than 15 percent of Asian
migrant workers. In 1987, they comprised 27 percent of migrant flow which had in-
creased 7 times and in 1998, 60 percent of Filipino overseas workers and one third of
Indonesians were women. Women migrant workers are particularly vulnerable be-
cause they suffer the disadvantages of gender, race and social class. The feminization
of overseas employment has facilitated the expansion of trafficking in women.
Obviously, globalization has its winners and losers. The current financial crisis has
added more losers but poor women remain the biggest losers.
Violence Against Women
The United Nations has declared violence against women a violation of human
rights. It has expanded the definition of violence against women to include acts previ-
ously justified in the name of culture and tradition e.g. dowry-related violence and
female genital mutilation. Its Commission on Human Rights has appointed a Special
Rapporteur on violence against women who would seek and receive information on
such violence against women and recommend action. The Platform for Action of the
U.N. Fourth World Conference on Women recognized women migrant workers as a
group especially vulnerable to violence.
The Beijing Platform for Action observes that violence against women derives es-
sentially from the lower status of women in the family and society. Physical, psycho-
logical or sexual violence whether occurring in the home or in society is linked to
male power, privilege and control. This is abetted by ignorance, lack of laws to pro-
hibit violence, inadequate enforcement of existing laws, lack of adequate statistics
about violence and the absence of educational and other means to address its causes.
The most prevalent form of violence against women is abuse by a husband or inti-
mate partner. Sexual assault is also common. There is a growing awareness of sexual
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harassment and intimidation at work or in educational institutions. These forms of
violence are rarely reported to the police and techniques to study and measure vio-
lence against women are not well developed.
A form of violence that is particularly prevalent in Asia today is trafficking in
women. The deregulation associated with trade liberalization along with the femini-
zation of international labor migration may further expand the already considerable
trade in women and girls. Many Asian women seeking contracts as migrant workers
to more desirable developed countries are tricked and forced into prostitution by un-
scrupulous agents. This phenomenon is likely to increase because of the Asian finan-
cial crisis.
Trafficking involves the transport of women across international borders for the
purpose of or leading to their exploitation in their country of migration. The vulnera-
ble situation of women is exploited for financial or other personal gain. Women from
developing countries are predisposed to migrate because of low wages and absence of
economic opportunities at home and are lured by the promise of lucrative jobs abroad.
Western Europe and North America as well as Japan have been major targets for
trafficking in women since the beginning of the 1990s. Women enter these countries
as domestics, tourists and even through marriage. In Japan, large numbers of Filipino
women (an average of 100,000 annually) enter to work as entertainers and eventually
find themselves in the sex industry.
International concern about trafficking in women dates back to the United Nations
Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the Exploitation of the
Prostitution of Others adopted in 1949. Most recently, the Platform for Action of the
United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995 calls on
governments of countries of origin, transit and destination and regional and interna-
tional organizations to: “Take appropriate steps address the root factors, including
external factors, that encourage trafficking in women and girls for prostitution and
other forms on commercialized sex, forced marriages, and forced labor in order to
eliminate trafficking in women, including by strengthening existing legislation with a
view to providing better protection of the rights of women and girls and to punish the
perpetrators, through both criminal and civil measure.”
Political Participation and Empowerment of Women
Nowhere is the gap between de jure (in law) and de facto ( in fact) equality between
men and women more obvious than in political decision-making. Only 24 women
have ever been elected heads of state or government, half of them only since 1990.
The Uited Nations publication, The World’s Women: Trends and Statistics reports
that in 1994, only 5.7 percent of the world’s cabinet ministers were women and in
only 16 countries did women hold more than 15 percent of ministerial positions. In
general, when women do hold high-level leadership positions in government, they are
found in social ministries such as health, education and welfare and much less fre-
quently in economic and political offices.
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The data for women in parliaments is slightly better with an average worldwide of
12.7 percent. The average for Asia is 13.7 percent (see Table 2) with the highest in
China (21 percent) and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (20 percent). On
the average, these figures do not represent much of an increase over the past 20 years
(from 13.5 percent).
The reasons for the serious under-representation of women in the political arena are
custom and tradition that define the public sphere as the male domain while relegating
the woman to the private domestic sphere. For these reasons political parties rarely
recruit female candidates and women are not motivated to run for public office. In
some countries the lower literacy and education levels for women place them at a
definite disadvantage when it comes to leadership positions. One must note however
that even in countries where access to education, school participation rates and educa-
tion levels are equal between men and women (in the Philippines, for instance),
women are not drawn into politics. When women do get into politics, it is not uncom-
mon that they are brought in because of a male relative, usually a father or a husband
as in the cases of widows such as Corazon Aquino or daughters such as Benazir
Bhutto, Indira Ghandi or Aung San Suu Kyi.
The point of increasing the number of women in political leadership is not simply
equity or good democratic practice. Women bring different perspectives, areas that
have been overlooked, forgotten, misunderstood or even outrightly rejected. Women
in politics also serve as important role models. A women in public office is one of the
most crucial weapons against gender bias and stereotypes because her presence repre-
sents a fundamental challenge to the assumptions of gender roles.
While the actual figures for women in politics do not seem particularly encourag-
ing, the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) stresses the change in perception with re-
gard to women in the political process. The 1985 Nairobi forward-looking “Strategies
for the Advancement of Women” which came out of the United Nations Third World
Conference on Women said almost nothing about women’s political participation.
Ten years later in Beijing, women in politics was one of the critical areas of concern in
the Platform for Action. In September 1997, the IPU adopted the Universal Declara-
tion on Democracy with one of the basic principles of democracy being: “The
achievement of democracy presupposes a genuine partnership between men and
women in the conduct of the affairs of society in which they work in equality and
complimentary, drawing mutual enrichment from their differences.”
Beijing and Beyond: Personal and Political Transformation
Three years after the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women, a major
event for women all over the world and particularly for Asian women, it is important
to reflect on its impact so far. A high-level meeting is being scheduled by the United
Nations in June, 2000 and will focus on the twelve areas of concern and how the
strategic objectives have been met and the recommended actions implementation
have all been part of a political process — a transformative process that is ongoing.
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This transformation involves the transformation of the political agenda, of pro-
cesses and of individuals and groups. The political agenda has been transformed from
a mainstream mindset to an alternative engendered agenda. Processes were trans-
formed from top-down, bureaucratic and hierarchical to more democratic and partic-
ipatory. But perhaps most significant is that over the years women have grown from
shy and unsure to aggressive and confident; from passive and tentative to proactive
and assertive. There is a noticeable change from working alone to working in groups
and networks. The visibility and viability of national as well as regional networks is
an important development. The use of electronic technology has significantly helped
this process.
NGOs that used to handle rather stereotyped programs and projects generally fo-
cusing on the practical, short-term needs of women now have more engendered
agenda. There is now more emphasis on strategic or long-term needs or on the uneven
power relations between men and women. Groups that started out with a few “stars”
who did all the work or received all the recognition gradually distributed responsibil-
ity more evenly and reflected this in “multiple billing.” The competition and negative
stereotyping between and among groups that characterized the pre-Beijing scene has
been transformed to greater cooperation, genuine appreciation of other’s strengths
and styles, increased mentoring and sharing of expertise.
Dull meetings with stereotyped and predictable outcomes developed to meetings
where there is more willingness to disagree and find creative solutions. And finally,
casual, pragmatic working relations were transformed into strong friendships and sis-
terhood built on deep respect and shared commitment.
These important changes cannot help but benefit not only the women and their
organizations but also their causes and their communities.
Table 1 : Increase in the Numbers and Proportion of Women in the
Labor Force
Female % of Labor Force 1980 1995
Australia 37 43
PROC 43 45











Source: World Development Report 1997
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Table 2 : Women in National Parliaments as of 1 January 1997 (Asia)
Order Country
Lower or Single House
Elections Seats Women % Women
1 China 1992–93 2978 626 21.0
2 Dem. People’s Republic of Korea 04 1990 0687 138 20.1
3 Viet Nam 07 1992 0395 073 18.5
4 Indonesia 06 1992 0500 063 12.6
5 Philippines 05 1995 0203 022 10.8
6 Lao People’s Dem. Republic 12 1992 0085 008 9.4
7 Bangladesh 06 1996 0330 030 9.1
8 Mongolia 06 1996 0076 006 7.9
9 Malaysia 04 1995 0192 015 7.8
10 Israel 05 1996 0120 009 7.5
11 India 04 1996 0545 039 7.2
12 Maldives 12 1994 0048 003 6.3
13 Cambodia 05 1993 0120 007 5.8
14 Thailand 11 1996 0393 022 5.6
15 Sri Lanka 08 1994 0225 012 5.3
16 Japan 10 1996 0500 023 4.6
17 Iran (Islamic Republic of ) 03 1996 0248 010 4.0
18 Nepal 11 1994 0205 007 3.4
19 Republic of Korea 04 1996 0299 009 3.0
20 Singapore 08 1991 0081 002 2.5
21 Bhutan 01 1996 0150 003 2.0
22 Pakistan Suspen. — — —
Source: “Men and Women in Politics: Democracy Still in the Making, a World Comparative Study”
Geneva: Inter-parliamentary Union Series Reports & Documents 28, 1997
